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ABSTRACT 
Promoting Activism: 
The Relationship of Racism-related Stress, Spirituality and Religious Orientation to  





Despite the election of a Black President and media assertions at the time heralding a 
“post racial” America in which racial divides no longer exist, health disparities, poverty rates, 
incarceration rates, discrimination and educational inequality still are a daily reality for African 
Americans. African Americans still have the burden of having to cope with racism making the 
explorations of coping strategies for African Americans dealing with racism vitally important.  
The present study explored religious orientation, spirituality, race-related stress, mental 
health outcomes and activism for African Americans. In particular, race -related stress was 
predicted to be significantly predictive of activism, such that the more one has experienced race 
related stressors the more likely they would be activated to engage in social justice related 
activities (H1).   The study predicted that higher levels of quest religious orientation and intrinsic 
spirituality would be related to higher levels of African American activism (H2a). It was also 
predicted that higher levels of religious fundamentalism would be related to lower levels of 
activism (H2b).  Regarding the relationship of spirituality and activism to mental health, it was 
predicted that quest religious orientation and intrinsic spirituality and activism would be related 
to greater mental health outcomes (H3a), while a fundamentalist spiritual orientation and race-
related stress would be related of poorer mental health (H3b). It was also predicted that African 
American activism would be related to greater mental health outcomes (H4a) and that racism-
related stress would be negatively related to mental health (H4b)  
The results indicated that for this sample, none of the spirituality variables (Quest 
Orientation, Fundamentalism Orientation, and Intrinsic Spirituality), nor the experience of 
racism (race-related stress), nor African American Activism, was related to mental health.  
However, the variables examined were significantly related to African American Activism.  
Quest Religious Orientation, Intrinsic spirituality, and race-related stress were all positively 
related to engagement in action for racial justice.  Fundamentalist religious orientation was 
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Racism has been indelibly etched in the consciousness of the United States by a history 
of slavery, overt discrimination and hostility toward people of color (Byrnes & Kiger, 1988; 
McConahay, 1986). Turbulent race relations were documented in edicts as early as 1638 in 
which The Maryland Doctrine of Exclusion was created by the Maryland Colony Council, and 
stated the following, “Neither the existing black population, their descendants, nor any other 
blacks shall be permitted to enjoy the fruits of White society” (Anderson, 1997). Anderson 
asserts that the doctrine was written to insure that African Americans would remain a 
“subordinate, non-competitive, non-compensated workforce,” this public edict later became 
more commonly known as “The Doctrine of Exclusion”.  Around the mid-1660’s, various 
colonies picked up the Maryland Edict or the Doctrine of Exclusion and expanded it into 
enslavement laws of people of African descent (Anderson, 1997).  
Laws subsequently followed, such as the South Carolina Slave Codes of 1712 and the 
Dred Scott decision stating that “Negroes” were believed to be of a lesser race, therefore 
providing a perceived legitimacy to slavery.  Whites used these laws to reinforce the belief that 
White- skinned European Americans were innately superior in intelligence and ability to people 
with darker skin tones or varying phenotype characteristics not similar to European Americans 
(Rothenberg, 2004, p. 5). Historically, in American society an effort to address White power 
privilege of wealth distribution, resources and opportunity, led to the enactment of laws placing 
priority on sex, race, and class. 
The Civil War ended in 1865, leading to the Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery 




raged on for rights equal to Whites despite no longer being considered enslaved Africans. During 
the Reconstruction period, the former enslaved Africans who were previously not recognized 
under the law were recognized by the federal government and granted some civil liberties and 
civil rights that had been denied to them previously. From the years 1895-1900 racial tensions 
were heightened with an average of 101 African Americans being lynched a year (Bradley, 
1998). In 1896, the U.S. Supreme Court deemed that the railroad segregation laws were 
protected by the Fourteenth Amendment in Plessy v. Ferguson.  
In 1951, a suit was filed against the Board of Education of the city of Topeka, Kansas, in 
an effort to get the all-White school district to reverse their policy of racial segregation. In this 
instance the plaintiffs argued that the doctrine of separate but equal treatment actually 
perpetuated inferior treatment, services, and resources for African Americans (Franklin, 1988). 
In 1954, Brown v. Board of Education used the same provisions of the fourteenth amendment to 
invalidate the upholding of statues supporting inequality in public schools (Klarman, 2004). The 
Supreme Court decision was instrumental in outlawing segregation in public schools by a 
unanimous vote. Brown v. Board of Education (1954) was instrumental in overturning previous 
rulings that slavery and racial Segregation were constitutional (e.g., Dredd Scott v. Sandford, 
1856; Plessy v. Ferguson, 1896). 
Throughout the 1960’s and 1970’s, overt racial injustices as well as increasing critiques 
of American politics fueled the American civil rights movement. The African American 
community joined forces with its religious and political leaders to systemically analyze critique 
and agitate for reform. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 set forth a mandate that prohibited 
discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin. The Civil Rights Act 




Civil Rights Act of 1964).  
Modern Conceptualizations of Racism 
Racism has been explored throughout the psychological literature as beliefs, attitudes, 
institutional arrangements, and acts that denigrate individuals or groups because of phenotypic 
characteristics or ethnic group affiliation (Clark et.al 1999). Research has found that racism can 
occur on multiple levels (Harrell 2000; Jones 1997, 2000; Krieger 1999). Racism often has been 
described as occurring in three unique ways. The first is the experience of individual racism, 
which is experienced on a personal level. The second is the experience of racism at the 
institutional level which is experienced as a result of racism being embedded in the policies and 
practices of institutions. Lastly Utsey, (1996) explores cultural racism, as resulting from the 
“cultural practices of one group being lauded as superior to those of another”. Essed (1990) 
extended the individual realm of racism to include collective racism.  
Researchers have described racism experienced at the individual level as operating under 
the components of prejudice, stereotypes, and racial discrimination (Dovidio, Brigham, Johnson, 
& Gaertner, 1996).  Allport (1954) defined a stereotype as general beliefs about a group or its 
members that is unjustified and consisting of faulty thought processes of overgeneralization, 
factual incorrectness, inordinate rigidity, and an inappropriate pattern rationalization for 
prejudiced attitudes and discriminatory behavior. Discrimination has been defined as an 
unjustified negative behavior patterns toward members of the target marginalized group that 
involves denying “individuals or groups of people equality of treatment which they may wish” 
(Allport, 1954, p. 51).  
Racism at the institutional level can be intentional or unintentional. It can be found in 




taxes, admissions criteria) that tend to be restrictive to advancement and opportunities of 
underrepresented or marginalized groups of people. Cultural racism involves having superiority 
beliefs about one’s racial cultural heritage and denigration of other races (Jones, 1997). 
Collective racism occurs when “organized Whites/non-Blacks as individuals or informal social 
groups, seek to restrict the rights of Blacks” (Utsey, 1996). Institutional racism was explained in 
1967 by Stokely Carmichael and Charles V. Hamilton , stating that “while individual racism is 
more clearly identifiable because of its overt nature, institutional racism is less perceptible 
because of its less overt, far more subtle nature”. Institutional racism "originates in the operation 
of established and respected forces in the society, and thus receives far less public 
condemnation” (Carmichael & Hamilton, 1976,p.4).  
           Researchers have found that both contemporary personal and institutional racism can 
operate without White intention to harm members of minority groups or even awareness of their 
personal role in disadvantaging Blacks. For instance, by applying policies that seem “just” and 
egalitarian based on principles of fairness in a narrow sense may lead to disadvantaged groups 
attaining limited access to resources (e.g., wealth, healthcare, education, and housing) that would 
allow them to benefit fully from these policies and procedures (Dovidio, Mann, & Gaertner, 
1989). 
Another form of modern racism has been termed “Aversive racism.” This represents 
racism by well-intended, liberal individuals (Dovidio & Gaertner, 1998). Aversive racists tend to 
discriminate under situations that are ambiguous and can be attributed to an alternate nonracial 
cause. An example of aversive racism can be illustrated in hiring practices. For example, 
Dovidio and Gaertner (2000), examined the process of how an aversive racist may reject the 




having questionable credentials. On the other hand, White applicants with marginal credentials 
would be given the benefit of the doubt by the aversive racist. The aversive racist may then go on 
to hire more Whites than similarly qualified Blacks. Aversive racists act in favor of Whites at the 
expense of underrepresented groups (Dovidio, 2007). Researchers have proposed that aversive 
racism may have significantly more influence on racial anger, frustration, and self-esteem than 
traditional overt forms of racism (Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000).  Sue et al (2007), propose 
that the invisible nature of aversive racism prevents perpetrators from realizing their own 
complicity in creating psychological dilemmas, it has been proposed that the “invisible” nature 
of acts of aversive racism prevents perpetrators from realizing and confronting their own 
involvement in the negative psychological and social impact for underrepresented groups (Sue et 
al., 2007).  
Stemming from the need of more detailed analysis of aversive racism, Sue et al. 2007 
explored the concept of subtle and contemporary forms of racism. The term microaggression 
refers to subtle and sometimes automatic or non-verbal exchanges which are put downs (Pierce, 
et. al, 1978). Racial microaggressions can be subtle, verbal or nonverbal in nature (Solórzano et 
al., 2000). Sue et. al, 2007 further define microaggressions as  brief, everyday exchanges that 
send denigrating messages to people of a racial minority group. Like aversive racism, 
microaggressions are often unconsciously delivered. They can take form in subtle snubs or 
dismissive looks, gestures, and tones. As with aversive racism, microaggression exchanges can 
be glossed over or dismissed as being innocent. These microaggression exchanges are however 
far from innocuous as they are detrimental to persons of color impairing performance in a variety 
of settings affecting the psychic and spiritual energy of recipients and perpetuating inequality 




change in racial interactions in the United Stated, racism in its many covert forms continues to be 
a problem (Thompson & Neville, 1999). 
Societal Impact of Racism and Mental Health Outcomes 
 Despite the gains of the historic civil rights movement, which limit overt or legalized 
racism, Alexander (2010) reported that nearly a quarter of African-Americans still lived in 
poverty, approximately the same percentage as in 1968. Alexander also highlights the fact that 
the Black child poverty rate is actually higher than it was then and that unemployment rates in 
Black communities rival those in Third World countries (Alexander, 2010). Researchers have 
found that African Americans continue to experience racial discrimination, institutional racism, 
social injustices, and receive limited opportunities for advancement (Utsey, 2007)). Research has 
found that contemporary experiences of racial discrimination can not only have negative 
psychological impact such as depression or anxiety but also negative physiological responses 
(Bowen-Reid, 2002). It has been demonstrated in the literature that when Black Americans 
perceive that there is a possibility that they are being discriminated against, they experience both 
physiological reactions (Mays et al.2007) and negative emotional reactions (Harrell, Jones, 
Cross, DeFour, 2007) in response to these stressful negative experiences.  
Coping buffers to Negative Effects of Racism 
 
Theorists have defined coping as attempts to enhance the fit between person and 
environment (French et al., 1974) or as attempts to meet environmental demands to prevent 
negative consequences (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Mechanic, 1978; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978). 
Early coping theorists (Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek, & Rosenthal, 1964; Lazarus & Folkman, 
1984; Mechanic, 1978) identified two major ways of coping with stressors. The first is problem-




remove or alter circumstances seen as threatening. Emotion-focused coping consists of actions or 
thoughts to maintain control of undesirable feelings that result from stressful circumstances. 
Early theorists Pearlin and Schooler (1978), investigated the concept of perception-focused 
coping, which is comprised of cognitive attempts to alter the meaning of situational difficulties 
so they are perceived as less threatening. 
Coping techniques dealing with racism however may vary over time in anticipation of 
potential exposure to racial discrimination, at the time of exposure, after the episode, and when 
considering longer term implications of recurring exposure. As suggested by Cheng (2003), the 
strategies that are required for quickly terminating a specific interpersonal episode of racism are 
not necessarily the same as those needed to manage the exposure to chronic institutionalized 
racism. A variety of coping strategies may be needed for a variety of situations (Cheng, 2003). 
Targeted individual racism is a complex stressor, possibly requiring a range of different coping 
resources to manage the impact of the stressor. The racist incident, as well as the corresponding 
coping demands, may depend on the context of the exposure. The person perceiving racism must 
cope with the type of racism, be it interpersonal, institutional, or blocked opportunities, and they 
risk social exclusion if they speak up. They must also manage the psychosocial ramifications of 
the racist event including anger, rage, nervousness, sadness, hopelessness, and depression 
(Brondolo et al. 2009). African Americans have used a variety of culturally-syntonic strategies to 
cope with the effects of racism, including spirituality. 
Importance of Spirituality/Religion in the African American Community 
Zinnbauer and Pargament (2005) defined spirituality as a personal or group search for the 
sacred. Spirituality is typically seen as a broader more personalized conceptualization than . The 




has been referred to throughout the literature as a “sense of the sacred,” represented as a core set 
of beliefs and the participation in the practice of those beliefs through membership in a church or 
other faith-based institution (Hill, Pargament, 2003). The Black church however provides 
fellowship and an organizational center for the civil rights concerns in America (Barber, 
Hartgrove 2016). While some African Americans participate in faith-based community activities, 
other African Americans, who consider themselves to be spiritual beings, maintain no formal 
religious or church involvement (Chatters, Taylor, Bullard, & Jackson, 2008; Constantine et al., 
2000). While researchers have begun to explore the varying nature and benefits of spirituality 
and religion in the lives of African Americans, the issue of what types of religious orientation 
and beliefs or spiritual styles of coping are most beneficial and in what context has been left 
largely unexplored.   
 For many African Americans religion and spirituality are central components of a cultural  
heritage encompassing everyday life (Lincoln & Mania, 1990; Taylor, Chatters, & Levin, 2004, 
Salsman & Carlson, 2005). A review of the literature on religion and spirituality show that for 
many African Americans finding a spiritual sense of meaning in the midst of life struggles 
ranging from racism and trauma to experiencing loss has been beneficial (Bowen-Reid & 
Harrell, 2002; Boyd-Franklin, 2010; Dass-Brailsford, 2010).  For example, participants in the 
Bowen-Reid and Harrell (2002) study who describe themselves as  more spiritual in nature were 
more likely to pray, meditate, and trust in their faith in God to cope with racist situations. The 
participants in the low spirituality group were more likely to have internalized negative affect 
due to inadequate coping mechanisms which then manifested as symptomatic problems.  
Religion: Justification of Racism versus Catalyst for Political Activism 




within African American communities. The way religion is utilized or the impact of type of 
religious orientation such as Authoritarian Religious beliefs vs. traditional African metaphysical 
expressions of spirituality have a unique historical context for African Americans dating back to 
slavery. At various points religion was used by European Americans as divine justification to 
control and enslave Africans while at other times the Black church took ownership of religion 
and promoted civil rights activism, effecting tremendous change in society at large. Historically 
African captives were forced by European Americans to abandon traditional African spiritual 
practices and encouraged to take up the new doctrine of Christianity. For fear that the traditional 
African spiritual gatherings would provide the opportunity of slave revolts in 1743, a White 
minister prepared a document for slaveholders to teach those enslaved about Christianity in order 
to maintain mental dominance over the enslaved, with a passage stating, “I can’t help knowing 
my duty. I am here to serve God in that state in which he has placed me. I am to do what my 
master orders me (Frazier, 1974, p. 19).  The historical African context of spirituality vs. current 
day religious coping strategies have rarely been explored in relation to racial discrimination and 
the negative racial impact of worshiping ideals set forth by a White male dominant religious 
power structure. 
Throughout African American racial discrimination struggles in America, the 
organization of the African American church transformed from advocating passive assimilation 
to providing mass movement leaders such as Rev. Jesse Jackson, Bishop Henry M. Turner, 
Martin Luther King Jr., Adam Clayton Powell Jr. and Rev. Dr. William J. Barber II. The African 
American church often has been sparked by the political fervor of the times. The African 
American church has challenged the legitimacy of segregation, dehumanization of people of 




been argued that the African American church has been one of the most enduring institutions in 
the African American community (Woodson, 1945; Frazier 1974; Adams, 2000; Greene, 2008). 
The historical role of social activism and social service in the 1960’s African American church 
challenged the meaning and role of God and its relationship to African American oppression and 
struggle for liberation in America. African American theology is rooted in the concept of 
exploring religious answers to injustice suffered by African Americans (Cone, 1970, Clege, 
1968, West, 1982, 1998). This highlights that there is a need for the timely exploration of how 
today’s African American community seeks refuge in religious coping when dealing with race 
based mental health disparities in a racialized society.  
Contemporary Measures of Religious Orientation 
Empirical research has investigated various coping buffers moderating the effects of 
racism on mental health-related outcomes (i.e., specifically, self-reported psychological distress 
and depressive symptoms), self-reported physical health, resting blood pressure levels, and 
cardiovascular reactivity to stressors (Paradies, 2006). A coping method commonly associated 
with coping with racism in the African American community is the use of religion and 
spirituality. “Spirituality” is not monolithic, but has been understood and embraced from a 
number of perspectives. For instance, “intrinsic spirituality” describes a spiritual orientation 
rooted in an individual’s core beliefs and sense of self (i.e.., it is central to one’s identity), 
whereas “external spirituality” refers to practical gains one may achieve through the affirmation 
of faith (e.g., good standing in the community, being seen by others as a “moral person,” etc.)   
The ways in which individuals take up religious orientation and the impact on both mental health 
and social justice activism has been largely unexamined for the African American community. 




experiences of racism, specific aspects such as what type of spiritual or religious orientation are 
most beneficial has not been studied. 
 Due to the dual role religion has played historically, serving as both strength and a strain 
to the African American community, an exploration of exactly how modern day African 
Americans make meaning via religious and spiritual coping is worthy of investigation. An 
exploration of the varying types of religious coping styles may shed light on how different types 
of religiosity affect the mental health concerns of those affected by racial marginalization. Two 
religious orientations would seem to be of particular importance for coping. The first is a quest 
religious orientation, which emphasizes the openness in which religious beliefs are held and the 
openness of the individual to change, question religion, and view religious doubt as positive 
(Batson & Schoenrade, 1991).  
The second is a fundamentalist religious orientation, which encompasses the belief that 
views contrary to their truth about God are evil and must be vigorously fought against 
(Hunsberger, 1996. African Americans aligned in fundamentalist religious settings may therefore 
be less likely to be open to what may be considered challenging, activism-related behaviors, 
while on the other hand, quest religiously orientated individuals may rely on their religious 
orientation to question existing religious dogma and may be more determined therefore to 
challenge the status quo. A “quest” (questioning of religious dogma) versus a “fundamentalist” 
(accepting of received truths) religious orientation may have impact on modern day responses to 
race-related stressors in varying degrees.  Religious orientation deserves further investigation 
more than ever as major political dissention over race, religion and politics dominate current 





Spiritual and Religious Coping With Racial Discrimination 
 When suffering the conditions of discrimination and oppression, ethnic communities often  
cope with racial violence and oppression by developing a strong attachment to their communities 
by relying first on the resources those communities have to offer (Tummala-Narra, 2007).  These 
assertions are consistent with the literature in that African Americans have traditionally relied on 
cultural factors in coping with adversity. A proposed model by Utsey and his collegues 
demonstrated that beyond family cohesiveness and adaptability, considered traditional predictors 
of resilient outcomes, spiritual and collective coping significantly predicted quality of life in a 
sample of African Americans (Utsey, Bolden, Lanier & Williams III, 2007). Furthermore several 
scholars have contributed to  understanding how racism affects the physical and mental health 
status of African Americans (e.g., Franklin-Jackson and Carter 2007; N. B. Anderson, McNeilly, 
& Myers, 1992; R. Clark et al, 1999; Harrell, Merritt, & Kalu, 1998; Taylor & Grundy, 1996). 
Different types of religious orientation and use of spirituality may moderate the impact of 
perceived racism and affect behavioral activism outcomes. Given the cultural and historical 
legacy of racial discrimination in America it is important when exploring the African American 
client’s religious and spiritual beliefs, to determine whether spirituality and or religion are 
important to the client in coping. Respectfully evaluating issues of spirituality and religion upon 
intake and throughout treatment improves rapport and may enhance the effectiveness of 
treatment (Martinez et al., 2007). Research has not yet investigated the type of religious coping 
and the benefits or risks associated with differing religious orientations for coping with racism. 
Theorists assert that religion can be seen as either a source of strength or as a strain (Pargament, 
2007). True to Pargament’s assertions, the historical context of religion as a tool for submission 




leaders at the forefront of civil rights movements.  
The purpose of this study was to examine the influence of the experience of racial 
discrimination (racism related stress), intrinsic spirituality, and types of religious orientation 
(quest and fundamentalist) on mental health and activist coping mechanisms among African 
Americans. The following chapter explores the literature on contemporary racism, the 
psychological effect of racism on African Americans, and potential role of religious orientation 












Despite the election of a Black President and media assertions at the time heralding a 
“post racial” America in which racial divides no longer exist, health disparities, poverty rates, 
incarceration rates, discrimination and educational inequality still are a daily reality for African 
Americans. African Americans still have the burden of having to cope with racism making the 
explorations of coping strategies for African Americans dealing with racism vitally important. 
Historically we cannot understand the concept of racism without a brief exploration on how 
things came to be for the African American population. When the first Africans arrived in 
Virginia in 1619, there was no record of the term “White” according to the colonial records; 
there would be no record of the taxonomy of Whiteness for another sixty years (Allen, 2012). 
The commonality of experience and demonstrated solidarity between African-American and 
European-American laboring people suggests that an ideology of White superiority could not 
have been functioning in early Virginia. It is suggested that the concept of the “White race” was 
invented as a ruling class social control formation in large part due to rebellious labor uprisings 
as manifested in the later, civil war stages of Bacon's Rebellion of 1676 (Allen, 2012). The 
historical record suggests that the ruling elite of the time deliberately instituted a system of racial 
privilege to maintain supremacy resulting in the designation of a White racial group. The 
delineation of racial markers within the fabric of the American social strata was disastrous not 
only for African-Americans, but also for European-American workers, whose class interests 
were more aligned with African Americans than with  those of the ruling elite (Allen, 2012).  
Throughout history, racial propaganda has frequently been used by Whites not only to 
justify the exploitation of non-Whites but to uphold White privilege steeped in the myth of 




chameleonic in its nature, changing to meet the self-serving needs of the owner’s prejudice 
(Asante, 2009). Wise (2008), highlights the nuances of White privilege in America as: 
being able to attend churches over the years whose pastors say that people who voted for 
John Kerry or merely criticize George Bush are going to hell, and that the U.S. is an 
explicitly Christian nation and the job of Christians is to bring Christian theological 
principles into government, and who bring in speakers who say the conflict in the Middle 
East is God’s punishment on Jews for rejecting Jesus, and everyone can still think you are 
a good church-going Christian, but if you are Black and friends with a Black pastor who 
has noted that terrorist attacks are often the result of U.S. foreign policy and who talks 
about the history of racism and its effect on Black people, you’re an extremist who 
probably hates America 
 
 Researchers have defined racial discrimination in the research as the behavioral 
manifestation of systemic individual, institutional, and cultural racism (Jones, 1997; Utsey, 
1999). While there are no laws, attack dogs and fire hoses barring minorities from establishments 
today, there still exists modern day racism and its deleterious societal effects. Research has found 
that racial discrimination is associated with depression and psychological distress for Blacks 
(Brown, Keith, Jackson, & Gary, 2003; Jackson et al., 1996; McNeilly et al., 1996; Pak, Dion, & 
Dion, 1991; Thompson, 1996). A lifetime of overt discrimination coupled with contemporary 
forms of discrimination is a significant predictor of major depression and nonspecific 
psychological distress (Kessler, Mickelson, & Williams, 1999). Insofar as racial discrimination is 
a potential stressor for African Americans today, further exploration regarding the effectiveness 
of coping strategies is needed. This chapter explores the literature that examines the mental 
health impact of contemporary racism on African Americans and coping responses to racial 







Racism and Effects throughout the Literature 
 
Racism is embedded in the social norms, institutional policies, and in cognitive and 
affective systems of White Americans and, as a result, has had a significant adverse impact on 
the quality of life and psychological health of African Americans (Utsey & Ponterrotto, 1996). 
For instance, Klonoff and Landrine (1999) provided contemporary data assessing the frequency 
of various types of racist discrimination experienced by Blacks and their appraisal of those 
events. The racist events noted by these authors ranged from salary and housing discrimination 
to racial discrimination by store clerks. The sample of 520 African Americans (aged 18-79 years 
old) residing in 10 randomly-selected southern California census tracts completed the Schedule 
of Racist Events (SRE), the Symptom Checklist and a demographic questionnaire.  The SRE is a 
questionnaire used for assessing the frequency of racial discrimination in lives of Blacks 
assessing the frequency of specific racist events in past year and in one's entire life. It also 
measures to what extent this discrimination was stressful. For example, the SRE captures 
experiences ranging from discrimination experienced from colleagues or coworkers in the past 
year, to reports of being made fun of or harmed because of race in the past year. At least 96% of 
participants reported experiencing some type of racist discrimination in the past year, while 98% 
reported experiencing racism at some point in their lives, and 95% found racism to be stressful.  
The data revealed that participants' reports of the frequency of racism in their lives were 
unrelated to participants' age, social class, and education, but were related to gender, with men 
reporting more frequent racism than women. In addition, the frequency of racist events 
experienced was related to the number of psychiatric symptoms.  
The effects of racism were further explored by Swim, Hyers, Cohen, Fitzgerald, & 




racism” in the lives of their participants. Everyday racism has been described as the consistency 
of discriminatory practices across all levels of society through which the dominant group secures 
the status quo of racism (Essed, 1991). The experience of everyday racism was captured by 
Swim et al., (2003) as, a) the characterization of the incident, (b) participants’ emotional 
responses, and (c) participants’ behavioral responses. The participants were asked to record racist 
events each day that they occurred. Fifty-one African American college students (M = 20 years 
old) reported their experiences with everyday forms of racism at a predominantly European 
American university using a daily diary format. The reported racism included verbal expressions 
of prejudice, bad service, staring or glaring, and difficulties in interpersonal exchanges (e.g., 
rudeness or awkward and nervous behavior). For both men and women, racist events often 
occurred with friends and in intimate situations, and had emotional impact on them (e.g., 
decreasing their comfort and increasing their feelings of threat during the interaction). Anger was 
the most frequently reported emotional reaction to these events. 
Much of the research to date has neglected to explore coping responses that emerge to 
counter the experience of racism. The following paragraphs will explore activist, 
collective/communal, and spiritual/religious strategies for coping with racism 
Coping with Racism: Avoidant Reponses  
Despite limited research pertaining to the mental health outcomes related specifically to 
participation in political activism in reaction to experiences of racism, some studies have shed 
light on the opposite, i.e., the negative effects of avoidant coping strategies.  Utsey and 
Ponterotto (2000) reported that African American women relied predominately upon avoidant 
coping strategies when dealing with racist encounters. Prior research by Krieger (1990) revealed 




use of denial of the racist experience they were four times more likely to elicit high blood 
pressure than those who actively acknowledged the racist event. Subsequent research has shown 
substantially higher levels of systolic blood pressure among African Americans that routinely 
accepted unfair treatment and reported no personal occurrences of racist encounters compared to 
those who routinely challenged unfair practices (Krieger, Sidney, 1996). These studies suggest 
that when African Americans, specifically women, avoid active engagement in the 
acknowledgement of racist stimuli, it serves to negatively impact health. Research has found that 
those who use suppressive coping styles may be less likely to engage in group efforts against a 
stressor (Heppner et al., 1995).  Szymanski, (2012) suggests that the suppressive coping styles 
may serve to inhibit reaching out to others or engagement in group efforts. It stands to reason 
then that if individuals who use suppressive coping styles tend to disengage from groups formed 
against the stressor they may be prone to participate in internalized coping strategies. Thus, while 
avoidant behavior to the stressor of experiences of racism may be bad for one’s health, avoidant 
coping style individuals may thrive in coping with racial tension via non-direct cultural outlets 
like religion or personal spiritual practices. Research has found a relationship between racist 
events and activism. Race-related stress and religiosity have been linked to a greater likelihood 
of being a member of a political-social justice organizations among African American men, but 
empathic concern, communalism, early religious involvement, and current church involvement 
were not (Mattis et al.,2004). 
Coping and Racism: Collective/ Activist Communal Responses 
Research findings have underscored the importance of involvement in African American 
activism, communal or collective response strategies to oppression, as an important response to 




depression and anxiety when using such strategies (Brown, 2008; Boykin, 1983; Shorter-
Gooden, 2004; Szymanski, 2011). Boykin (1983) has conceptualized communalism as an 
awareness of a fundamental interconnectedness of people. According to the theory of 
communalism set forth by Boykin (1983), the communal-oriented individual acts in accordance 
with the notion that duty to one’s social group takes precedence over individual privileges. The 
communal perspective is guided by the notion of sharing and signifies interconnectedness, which 
is free from self-centeredness and individual greed. In a research study investigating cultural 
orientation for African American youth, Scott (2003) found results that communalism was 
related to lower use of externalizing coping strategies (e.g., like exhibiting responses that may be 
impulsive or volatile such as yelling or cursing to “ let off steam”). Empirical research has found 
that communalism in African Americans is generally associated with a tendency to be more 
cooperative (Dill & Boykin, 1999), less individualistic (Boykin, et al., 1997), more concerned 
about family and members of the same ethnic group, and more likely to perceive themselves  as 
similar to family and members of the same ethnic group (Jagers & Mock, 1995). 
Involvement in African American collectivist and communal activities may serve as a 
resource for coping with racism by providing African Americans with opportunities for social 
support and validation of their experiences with racism (Szymanski, 2012). The use of the 
activist related groups and the church may serve as one form of communal response that 
counteracts the devaluation associated with racism by offering resources to help deal with the 
increased stress associated with oppression (Mattis et al., 2004).  Szymanski (2011) states that 
increased exposure to racist events may somehow serve as a powerful reminder of social 
inequality and fuel more concern for the well-being of the African American community and 




who experience high levels of racism “may feel the need to actively do something to confront 
and challenge it”. This suggests that African Americans who experience more racist events than 
others may depend upon culturally adapted communal or group efforts as a way to deal with 
these race-related stressors. 
The majority of the research on resisting racism among African American persons has 
focused on individual coping responses as opposed to communal, community based efforts like 
activism (Szymanski, 2011). Szymanski (2011), draws parallels from research examining the 
links between sexism and feminist activism to new research being conducted surrounding the 
importance of communal activism in coping with oppression, underscoring the importance of 
activism as an important variable to explore (Szymanski, 2011). 
Coping with Racism: Spiritual/Religious Responses 
 Religion and spirituality have a unique historical context for African Americans.  While 
often collective or communal in nature, religious responses to racism have ranged from avoidant 
to activist depending on the type of spirituality embraced. The history of Black spirituality in 
America dates back to slavery when enslaved Africans were forced by slaveholders to abandon 
traditional spiritually based African religious practices for fear that the gatherings would provide 
the opportunity of slave revolts.  To date, much of the research on religion within the African 
American community has focused on the positive aspects of religious coping and ignored the 
historical context of how authoritarian religious views once validated slavery and encouraged the 
dehumanization of African captives. For instance, as noted earlier, during colonial times, 
Christianity was often used to promote submissiveness and obedience among the enslaved.  
More recently however, during civil rights struggle of the 1960’s, Black Churches and ministers 




interpreted the gospel from a liberation perspective (Cone, 1970, Clege 1968, West, 1982, 1998).  
Spirituality and Coping 
Research on health and African Americans highlight that persistent exposure to race-
related stress can lead to poor health outcomes (Anderson et al., 1992; Jackson et al., 1996; 
Krieger & Sidney, 1996). African Americans suffer disproportionately from health related issues, 
yet empirical evidence of the efficacy of a variety of successful coping strategies to racism 
remains minimal. A major area of coping specific to the cultural concerns of the African 
American population has focused on religious and spiritual practices as buffers the adverse 
effects of dealing with racial discrimination. 
Some research has investigated the potential buffering influence of spirituality on 
detrimental effects of racism on psychological and physical health outcomes. Bowen-Reid and 
Harrell (2002) explored racist experiences and how they would differentially predict self-report 
symptoms using (Symptom Checklist-90–Revised) compared to health markers (cardiovascular 
reactivity to standard laboratory stressors). It was hypothesized that spirituality would moderate 
the relationship between the racist experiences and cardiovascular reactivity. A total of 155 
undergraduate students of African descent from a historical Black university in the mid-Atlantic 
region were recruited to participate in the study. Spirituality was measured using the Spirituality 
Scale (Jagers, Boykin, &Smith, 1994). The spirituality scale is a 25-item scale designed to 
measure one’s belief in and commitment to spiritual forces beyond earthly bounds and to forces 
that serve as guideposts for one’s life. It was found that perceived racist experiences and racial 
stress were commonly associated with negative health symptoms and showed an inverse relation 
to the health reactivity markers. In addition, Bowen-Reid and Harrell (2002) found that 





Some of the negative effects of racial discrimination have been mitigated by cultural 
coping strategies such as spirituality. Spirituality has been found to be an important component 
of psychological well-being for African Americans and is becoming increasingly more 
recognized by health professionals (Schulz, 2008). Spirituality in coping with despair is often 
discussed as a positive strategy in the health related research community. 
 One aspect of spirituality which is often highlighted is prayer. A national study of older 
adults (Krause & Chatters, 2005) found that, African Americans had a more elaborate prayer life 
than did Whites, including higher rates of praying for guidance and for one’s health. Research 
has consistently shown that the use of prayer to cope has been reported more heavily among 
African Americans when dealing with health concerns (Dunn & Horgas, 2000; Mansfield, 
Mitchell, & King, 2002; McAuley, Pecchioni & Grant, 2000; Yeates et al., 2002). Prayer was 
mentioned more often than other coping strategies such as facing the problem and doing 
something about the problem. Respondents were also more likely to indicate that prayer was the 
most helpful in terms of making the problem easier to bear. .  
The Black Church 
While spirituality, just noted, is typically seen as a more personal belief system, religion 
is typically seen as related to a church affiliation. Research has found that African Americans use 
informal support networks consisting of friends, family, and church members along with religion 
and spirituality more frequently than formal mental health services (Chatters, Taylor, & 
Neighbors, 1989; Chatters, Taylor, Lincoln, & Schroepfer, 2002; Koenig & Larson, 2001; Sherr 





Echoing what was noted about communal dimensions of Black cultural coping styles 
above, one way that religious coping occurs is through belonging. According to early research a 
sense of belonging is a fundamental aspect of relationships and well-being (Thompson & 
McRae, 2001). In a review of over 630 data based reports, religion has been associated with 
better mental health and higher social functioning outcomes as well as fewer attempts to engage 
in self-destructive behaviors without report of racial and cultural differences (Koenig, 2001). The 
African American church has provided a prominent social function as an institution for coping in 
the African American community providing a place for belonging and social support to its 
members (McRae et al., 1999).   
McRae et al. (1999) examined how African American churches function as therapeutic 
groups by providing the African American community with psychological support. They 
conducted research based on group therapy concepts to study how African American church 
services provide therapeutic benefits similar to group psychotherapy. The results indicated that a 
sense of belonging is facilitated by way of African American church functions, whereas one’s 
sense of personal spirituality is commonly experienced on an individual basis.  Participants in the 
study were found to experience a sense of belonging within the church group that surpassed a 
sense of belonging in their own families. Participation in church services was found to provide 
"proactive and remedial therapeutic benefits" (McRae et al., p. 212).     
Increased interest surrounding how religion affects psychological outcomes led to 
exploration directly within the Black church. In an early study examining the role of church and 
family support in older African Americans, Walls (1992) found that older African Americans 
who received high levels of support from their family or church scored high on measures of well-




the church as a place for potential community involvement regardless of actual spiritual or 
activity involvement on behalf of the participant.  
In a qualitative study Holt and McClure (2006) found that 33 members of a Black church 
reported that having a sense of church support influenced health especially in times of illness. 
The process of surrendering one’s problems to God was explored by participants as a marker of 
one’s faith and a strategy to utilize when there seemed to be nowhere else to turn. This process 
was described as providing them with some type of peace in a situation that they experienced as 
beyond personal control. The interviews also shed light on the fact that respondents believed 
worry and stress lead to health problems. 
Religious Orientation and Coping 
 Varying types of “religious orientation” or ways of holding religious beliefs have also 
been studied.  Religion has played a paradoxical role in the lives of African Americans.  On the 
one hand, the religion was used historically to justify the enslavement of Africans in America.  
On the other hand, modern day use of religion has become the strong motivation for social 
political activism within the African American community. It stands to reason that the way in 
which African Americans make meaning via religion is worth investigating. Due to the 
juxtaposition just noted within the African American community, the type of religious 
orientation which motivates an individual (versus religion per se) may shed additional light on a 
person’s ability to have better mental health outcomes and affect how deeply engaged the 
individual is in political activism. Despite the importance of investigating religious orientation 
few studies have delved into how African Americans benefit from religious orientation in coping 
with racism. 




theories of intrinsic and extrinsic religious motivation. They proposed that intrinsic religious 
orientations consisted of those who were committed to religion and strived to transcend all 
selfish needs. Extrinsic religious orientations are filled with self-serving beliefs about religion 
mainly centering on how the individual will benefit in a self-serving manner from religious 
participation. For instance, in a study conducted by Masters et al. (2010), religious motivation 
and cardiovascular reactivity among middle aged adults being monitored for religious motivation 
(Intrinsic, Pro-religious, Non-religious). Measures of personality, cynical hostility, aggression, 
sense of coherence, and compassion were also administered. Results indicated that a group of 
participants labeled as “pro-religious,” demonstrated lesser reactivity compared to the other 
groups. Pro-religious individuals tended to not question religious doctrine and to be more 
judgmental of opposing viewpoints. “Intrinsically religious” individuals were noted to embrace a 
religious creed, internalize it, and attempt to follow it. For example church attendance for the 
intrinsically religious is viewed as motivated by desire for spirituality in the faith. “Extrinsic 
religiousness” participants, on the other hand, consisted of individuals whose motivation for 
religious involvement was more on the level of being self-serving, such as to enhance their sense 
of security or social connections. While the researchers noted that intrinsically religious 
individuals also experience increased security or social connections as a result of their religious 
involvement, those are not the primary motivating factors in religious involvement for them.  
The researchers reported that extrinsic participants demonstrated a less positive psychological 
profile (e.g., greater cynicism, aggression, and neuroticism; less compassion and sense of 
coherence) and poorer self-reported health compared with the Intrinsic group. The researchers 
assert that their findings indicate a complicated interface between personality, coping, and 




The concept of a Quest religious orientation is marked by one’s ability to have, "self-
criticism and perception of religious doubts as positive," and "openness to change" (Batson et al, 
1993, ρ 169).  The Quest religious orientation emphasizes the openness in which religious beliefs 
are held and the openness of the individual to change, question religion and view religious doubt 
as positive. For example a quest religiously orientated individual may be more open to those with 
different viewpoints than their own. Ventis (1995) conducted a meta-analysis finding that 
religion as a quest, is positively associated with open-mindedness and flexibility, personal 
competence and control, self-acceptance and self-esteem. It tends toward a negative association 
with absence of illness, freedom from worry and guilt. The intellectual honesty and openness to 
religious questioning implied among the quest oriented therefore may yield a sense of self-
esteem and self-control, but at the price of personal unification and organization, and continuing 
encounter with existential anxiety and/or guilt (Ventis, 1995). 
Fundamentalism has been described as  the belief that there is only one set of religious 
teachings that contains the fundamental, basic, intrinsic, essential, inerrant truth about humanity 
and God; anything in opposition to this truth is fundamentally evil and must be vigorously 
fought; that this truth must be followed today according to the fundamental, unchangeable 
practices of the past; also  those who believe and follow these fundamental teachings have a 
more privileged or special  relationship with the God ( Altemeyer, Hunsberger, 1992). 
Fundamentalism has been found to be positively correlated with racism and discriminatory 
attitudes. (Kirkpatric, 1993). Higher and more developed racial identity has been found to be 
related more an open religious orientation (Sciarra & Gushue, 2008) 
African Americans aligned in a fundamentalist religious orientation may therefore be less 




religious orientated individuals may rely on their religious orientation to question existing 
religious dogma and may be more determined therefore to fight against it. Having a strict 
religious orientation where strict religious views are expected to be upheld by the pro religious 
followers, may have limited support of civil rights uprisings of the past. Insofar as racism was 
once thought to be justifiable under religion and backed by the law, therefore it would be a sin to 
fight for racial equality for those individuals. Today the use of religious orientation deserves 
further investigation more than ever as major political dissention over race, religion and politics 
dominate current media headlines. To date the relationship between religious orientation and 
coping with racism has not been widely explored, while general religious coping practices in 
general for African Americans have received more attention.  
Summary 
Due to the role religion has played historically in both the justification of enslavement of 
Africans in America and as a foundation for civil rights movements, it stands to reason that the 
nature of religious experience and its relationship African American Activism and mental health 
is worthy of investigation. Yet, few studies have focused specifically the relationship among 
types of religious orientation, the experience of racial discrimination, mental health outcomes 
and activism for African Americans. Given that racism persists within the US, it is imperative to 
explore the personal and cultural resources that promote and sustain work for justice.  Given that 
spirituality plays a core culturally-grounded role in the lives of many African Americans, it is 
critical to understand the ways in which religious orientation may motivate social activism. 
Although the research in the area of religious and spiritual coping has grown, there is an ongoing 
need for greater understanding of the ways in which individuals may use their religious 




and to ground their efforts to create a more just society. 
Hypotheses 
This study will therefore set out to examine the relationship between spirituality, 
religious orientation attitudes (Quest/Fundamentalism), racism-related stress, activism-related 
behaviors, and mental health outcomes. 
Hypotheses regarding Activism 
Hypothesis 1 
As seen in the review of the literature, historically the experience of race related 
inequality has served as a motivating factor within African American communities to redress 
social inequities. African Americans historically have actively engaged in Civil Rights 
movements that have influenced laws for equality. 
1) Hypothesis 1: Index of Race-Related Stress outcomes will predict African American 
activist engagement. 
Hypothesis 2 
As noted in the review, spirituality and religion have served as an important foundation 
for the civil rights movement.  Insofar as internal spirituality is seen as integrally related to 
an individual’s core sense of self (intrinsic spirituality) and a Quest religious orientation is 
seen as questioning the status quo and seeking authenticity, they may be positively related to 
activism. However, insofar as a Fundamentalist religious orientation is seen as upholding the 
status quo, it may be negatively related to activism. 
2) Hypothesis 2: Spirituality predicts activism 
 H2a:  Intrinsic spirituality and a Quest orientation will positively predict activism. 




Hypotheses 1 and 2 will be tested by a hierarchical regression.  Activism is the criterion 
variable. Given the demographic characteristics of the sample (noted below), gender and age 
will be used as co-variates and entered on Step 1. The spirituality variables of Intinisic 
Spirituality, and Quest and Fundamentalist Religious Orientations, and race-related stress and 
mental health will be entered on Step 2. 
Hypotheses regarding Mental Health 
 It has been noted in the review that spiritually plays a central role in the lives and 
wellbeing of African Americans. Insofar as intrinisic spirituality is seen as related to an 
individual’s core sense of self and a Quest religious orientation is seen as growth orientation and 
authentic openness to experience they are predicted to be positively related to mental health. 
However, insofar as a Fundamentalist religious orientation is seen to represent a more constricted 
and rigid psychological stance, it is predicted to be negatively related to mental health. 
Hypothesis 3 
3) Hypothesis 3: Spirituality is related to mental health for African Americans 
 H3a:  Both intrinsic spirituality and a Quest orientation will be positively associated with  
  mental health.  
 H3b: A Fundamentalist orientation will be negatively associated with mental health. 
  
Hypothesis 4 
 As was noted in the review, the effects of racism have negative impact on the mental 
health of African Americans. On the other hand, activism, insofar as it is an expression of 
agency, may be thought to have a positive impact on mental health. 




  Americans 
 H4a: Racism-related stress will be negatively associated with mental health  
H4b: Activism will have an inverse relationship with mental health. Higher levels of 
activist engagement will yield lower amounts of mental health distress. 
Hypotheses 3 and 4 will be tested by a hierarchical regression with Mental Health as the criterion 
variable. Given the demographic characteristics of the sample, gender and age will be used as co-
variates and entered on Step 1. The variables of Internal Spirituality, and Quest and 
Fundamentalist Religious Orientations, race-related stress and African American activism will be 


















The present study investigated how spirituality/religious orientation and racism-related 
stress are related to psychological well-being and activism for African Americans in the United 
States with experiences of racism. The predictor variables (intrinsic spirituality, Quest religious 
orientation, Fundamentalism religious orientation, racism-related stress) were chosen from the 
literature because of indications that they exert significant influence on psychological wellbeing 
for African Americans. The criterion variables were in this study were psychological wellbeing 
and activism.  The study sought to test how various types of spirituality and the experience of 
racism might be related to mental health and activism 
Participants 
Prior to the collection of data, IRB approval was obtained from Teachers College, 
Columbia University to recruit participants both online as well as in person. Participants included 
148 self-identified African Americans who were born in the United States. In order to be 
included in the study, the participants needed to be at least 18 years of age.  
Participants were recruited through online listservs of African American organizations 
(e.g., Black Student Unions across four college campuses, The National Association of Black 
Psychologists, New York and D.C. chapters, as well as websites aimed at African Americans 
such as Blacks in Psychology, and the African Holistic Meet-Up Group). Participants were also 
recruited using the snowball sampling technique (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981), relying on the 
creation of a chain of referrals based upon an extended network of relationships and contacts. 




considered eligible for inclusion in the study. The questionnaire packet was posted on the 
internet using an online survey service (www.surveymonkey.com).   
The demographic characteristics of the sample can be seen in Table 1. All participants 
self-identified as African American. The mean age was 21 years old. Some 85.8% of the 
participants were women. The participants were predominantly representative of the middle class 
(48%), working class (34.5%) and upper middle class (15.5%), with 2% identified as upper class. 
The majority of participants were American born (91.9%).  The majority of participants were 
from the north east region of the United States at (72.3 %).  Overall the majority of the 
participants responded that they had had a negative encounter based on race (89.1%).  
Participants were asked to complete measures of race-related stress, mental health, 
spirituality, religious orientation, and activism. Participants were also asked to complete a 
demographic questionnaire. The data was analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences, Version 20.0.   
Instruments 
Participants completed a total of five instruments, in addition to a demographic 
questionnaire. The following instruments were counterbalanced: The Health Inventory (Viet, 
Ware, 1983), Quest scale (Batson, Schoenrade, 1991), Fundamentalism scale (McFarland, 1989), 
African American Activism scale (Szymanski (2011), Intrinsic Spirituality Scale (Hodge, 2003), 
and the Index of Race Related Stress (Utsey & Ponterrotto, 1996) 
The Index of Race Related Stress (IRRS) (Utsey & Ponterrotto, 1996). The Index of Race 
Related Stress is a 46-item instrument measuring racial discrimination developed according to 
the theoretical framework of daily hassles (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) and integrated with 




of racism and discrimination encountered by African Americans in their daily lives with four 
sub-scales. The four sub-scales capture racism experiences at the cultural, individual, 
institutional, and collective level. The events measured stressful race-related events that may 
have happened just once, or more frequently over one’s life-time.  The participant was asked to 
reflect on these experiences and to indicate their reaction to the event at the time it happened. If 
an event happened more than once, they were to refer to the first time it happened.  
Findings suggest that the IRRS is a reliable and valid measure of the multidimensional 
aspects  of race related stress that African Americans potentially experience in their daily lives 
(Utsey, Ponterrotto, 1996). In the first sample the test-retest reliability coefficients for Cultural 
Racism, Institutional Racism, Individual Racism, and Collective Racism were .77, .69, .61, and 
.79, respectively. In the second sample, the test-retest reliability coefficients for Cultural Racism, 
Institutional Racism, Individual Racism, and Collective Racism were .58, .71, .54, and .75, 
respectively (Utsey & Ponterrotto, 1996). Subsequent studies have found evidence supporting 
the reliability of the full scale in the elderly African American population (Utsey, Payne, 
Jackson, Jones, 2002). The reliability for the total scale score used in this study was α = .95.  
Race related stress has been conceptualized in its relationship to well being for people of 
color, calling for more attention to the experiences of those targeted by racism (Harrell, 2000). 
The IRRS has been used in previous research calling for more attention to race related therapy 
outcomes (Franklin-Jackson & Carter, 2007). In the aforementioned research Psychological 
distress was found to be associated with individual race-related stress and predominance of Pre-
encounter attitudes (Franklin-Jackson & Carter, 2007). Experiences of racist events have also 
been linked to negative health consequences of African American women (Kwate et al., 2003).  




   The Mental Health Inventory [MHI-18] (Viet & Ware, 1983), measures psychological distress 
and  well-being. The psychological well-being scale assesses five correlated factors such as 
anxiety, depression, emotional ties, general positive affect, and loss of behavioral emotional 
control. (Utsey & Ponterrotto, 1996) The MHI-18 was created from a 38-item measure of 
psychological distress and well-being, developed for use with general populations (Veit & Ware, 
1983). The shortened scale assesses psychological health across five subscales: Anxiety, 
Depression, Loss of Behavioral/Emotional Control, General Positive Affect, and Emotional Ties 
(Ware, Manning, Duan, Wells, & Newhouse, 1984). 
The MHI-18 provides multiple scale scores indicating frequency and intensity of mental 
health using a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (all of the time) to 6(none of the time). 
Participants are asked to rate over the past 4 weeks, how much of the time: “have you been a 
very nervous person?” “have you been in firm control of your behavior, thoughts, emotions, and 
feelings?” and “have you felt emotionally stable?” The inventory yields an overall score ranging 
from 0 (less mental well-being) to 100 (greater mental well-being). Ware et al. (1984) have 
reported that the MHI-18 is positively related to variables such as social support and life 
satisfaction, and negatively related to variables such as stressful life events. Reliability 
coefficients for the MHI-18 range from .74 (Berwick et al., 1991) to .89 (McHorney & Ware, 
1995). Internal consistency has been reported to range from .81 (Emotional Ties) to .94 
(Psychological Distress; Veit & Ware, 1983) among predominantly White samples and .94 
among a sample of African American college students (Fischer & Shaw, 1999).  Chronbach’s α 
for participants in this study was .72. 
The New 12-Item Quest Scale (Batson & Schoenrade, 1991), measured quest religious 




disagree, 5= strongly agree). Quest religion is characterized by religious open-mindedness, 
viewing religious doubts as positive, and readiness to face existential questions without reducing 
their complexity. The Quest scale has had a reported Cronbach’s alpha of .73 (Sciarra & Gushue, 
2003) and was found to be related to higher levels of racial identity development. The scale has 
also been found to be significantly correlated with the desire to read antifundamentalist articles 
(McFarland & Warren, 1992). The reliability for participants in this sample was .79. 
The Fundamentalism Scale (McFarland, 1989), is comprised of six items on a five point 
Likert scale designed to measure Christian fundamentalism ideals such as strong of biblical 
views centered on perfection and authority. Fundamentalism has been found to be correlated 
positively with discriminatory attitudes. Fundamentalism has also been found to correlate more 
strongly with prejudice than do other religiosity measures (Kirkpatrick, 1993). Kirkpatrick, 1993 
reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .87. The scale has been found to be negatively related to the 
Quest religious orientation. Fundamentalists have been described throughout the literature as 
being intolerant, narrow- minded and unwilling to question alternate beliefs. For this sample 
Chronbach’s α = .91. 
The African American Activism Scale, (Szymanski, 2012) consists of 17 items assessing 
involvement in various types of African American specific activism activities, including 
donating money to African American groups/ causes; participating in African American 
demonstrations, boycotts, marches, and/or rallies; being a member of an African American 
organization and/or group; and being involved in antiracism activities. Participants indicate the 
degree to which each item describes their involvement in the aforementioned activities. Example 
items include “I am involved in planning/organizing African American events and activities” and 




type scale from 1 (very untrue of me) to 7 (very true of me). Higher scores indicate more 
involvement in African American activism. Szymanski, 2012 reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .87. 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the current sample was .94. 
The Spirituality Scale (Hodge, 2003), that was used in this study is a modified six-item 
intrinsic spirituality scale that assesses the degree to which spirituality functions as an 
individual’s main motive, for both theistic and non-theistic populations, both within and outside 
of religious frameworks (Hodge, 2003).  The scale is a modified version of Allport and Ross’s 
(1967) measure of intrinsic religion, redesigned to more accurately capture spirituality both 
inside and outside of religious settings. The measure distinguishes between an individual for 
whom spirituality is not a motivating factor and conversely, a person who is highly motivated by 
their spirituality. Hodge found using the Cronbach’s Alpha of .96 for the six-item scale. In 
validation of the scale Hodge, (2003) results of structural equation modeling were used to 
support the reliability of the measure. Results reported full-scale internal consistency statistics 
that demonstrated alphas of .80 or above. For the 11 studies reporting subscale reliabilities, the 
majority (n = 9) had alpha coefficients for all subscales above .70, with seven of these measures 
demonstrating internal consistencies equal to or above  .80 for all subscales. Six studies (25%) 
calculated test retest coefficients, with most statistics indicating levels of test–retest reliability 
(above .70).  Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the current sample was 62. 
            Personal Demographic Questionnaire A demographic questionnaire gathered 
information about gender, age, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, education and whether or not the 
participant had had experiences of perceived racism. 
Procedure 




listservs of various students of color organizations and across various college campuses.  
Students were invited to participate in an online study about activism, religion, spirituality and 
coping with racism. They were told that there was little to no risk in participating in the study, 
and that they had the option of withdrawing at any time during the completion of the 
instruments. Participants were given a chance to be entered into a raffle for a $75 gift card. They 
were then directed to the link for the study and required to sign a consent form before they could 
complete the instruments. At the end of the survey, online participants were directed to submit 
the data, which then connected them to a separate link to submit their information to participate 
in the raffle. 
Specifically one African American, Historically Black College [HBC], one 
predominately White University and one State University gave an invitation to participate 
through announcements made by professors at the colleges, and at school functions such as 
Black student network events and meetings where members of the African American community 







 The present study explored religious orientation, spirituality, race-related stress, mental 
health outcomes and activism for African Americans. In particular, race -related stress was 
predicted to be significantly predictive of activism, such that the more one has experienced race 
related stressors the more likely they would be activated to engage in social justice related 
activities (H1).   The study predicted that higher levels of quest religious orientation and intrinsic 
spirituality would be related to higher levels of African American activism (H2a). It was also 
predicted that higher levels of religious fundamentalism would be related to lower levels of 
activism (H2b).  Regarding the relationship of spirituality and activism to mental health, it was 
predicted that quest religious orientation and intrinsic spirituality and activism would be related 
to greater mental health outcomes (H3a), while a fundamentalist spiritual orientation and race-
related stress would be related of poorer mental health (H3b). It was also predicted that African 
American activism would be related to greater mental health outcomes (H4a) and that racism-










Table 1   
Demographic Characteristics of Participants (n = 148) 
________________________________________________________________________                                     
 Mean   SD  Range  
Age           21  10.66 18-73      
  N   Valid %   
Gender:      
Male      21   14.2   
 Female      127   85.8   
Highest level of education completed:      
Associates Degree      13   8.8    
Bachelor's       27   18.2    
Master's      23   15.5    
Doctoral Degree     13   8.8    
High School      72  48.6   
Do you feel that you have ever had a negative encounter based on race?     
 Yes        131   88.5    
No        16  10.8   
Socioeconomic status: What best describes your current economic situation?      
Working Class     51   34.5 
 Middle Class       71   48.0   
 Upper Middle Class     23   15.5    
Upper Class      3   2.0   
 





Preliminary Analyses  
Missing values 
A total of 221 participants were recruited to participate in the study. Of the 221, 53 
incomplete cases (missing one or more complete scales) were found.  An additional 20 
participants identified as “Black and other” and were omitted from the data set. The remaining 
148 cases constituted the sample used in the analyses. Missing values were not missing in a 
systematic pattern. Therefore, due to their incomplete survey responses or non-population fit for 




reported web interface, a 30-40% response rate is average for surveys distributed via email. 
Meta-analysis has found that internet surveys may be preferable to mail or telephone surveys 
when a list of e-mail addresses for the target population is available (Schonlau, et.al 2002). 
Higher email response rates have been reported above that of postal mail response rates by 
Schaefer and Dillman (1998) and Parker (1992). Parker reported a 63-percent response rate with 
e-mail (63 returned out of 100 sent by e-mail) compared with a 38-percent response rate for 
postal mail (14 returned out of 40 sent by mail).  Walsh et al. (1992) conducted a study in which 
potential respondents were offered the option to respond by email or request a paper survey by 
postal mail. A 76 percent response rate was found for their e-mail respondents (Walsh et al. 
1992).  The response rate for the current electronic data collection was 67 percent. This is 
comparable in relation to the aforementioned studies that used electronic solicitation for 
recruitment purposes.  
Normality and Outliers 
The normality of the data for each of the variables in the study was examined.  Skewness 
and kurtosis are reported in Table 2. The initial kurtosis for the mental health inventory scale was 
high (kurtosis = 6.3; > 3). Kline (2016) states that absolute values of the kurtosis index above 10 
may suggest a problem and absolute values between 8.0 to over 20.0 indicates “extreme” 
Kurtosis. Because non-normal kurtosis produces an underestimate of the variance of a variable, a 
logarithmic transformation was conducted in order to improve the kurtosis before analyzing the 
data (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1999).  Following the transformation, the kurtosis for mental health = 





Table 2.   
Preliminary Analyses (n=148)     
 
 
       M SD  Skewness Kurtosis 
  
         α Range 
 
Quest/Religious 
  4.0 1.47 .677 .774      .79 1.0-9.0 
 
Fund/Religious        
              
 2.74 1.22 -.010 -1.279       .91 1.0-5.0 
 Racial Stress      2.01                             .79 .231      .345       .95 00 - 4.0 
       
Intrinsic/Spiritual     6.52    1.91 -.847 1.070     .62 .17- 9.50 
       
 AAactivism              4.42            1.49           -.202          -.673            .94         1.0-7.0 
 MentalHealthInv                   2.39              .53             .67           1.52               .72        0 – 5.0 
_____________________________________________________________________________
Note. Quest/Religious = Religious questioning Scale, Fund/Religious = Religious 
Fundamentalism Scale, Racial Stress = Index of Race Related Stress Scale, Intrinsic/Spiritual = 
Intrinsic Spirituality Scale, AAactivism = African American Activism Scale, MentalHealthInv  = 
Mental Health Scale.  Skewness and Kurtosis reported are based on the logarithmic 
transformation 





 The means, standard deviations, and range of the study variables were also examined 
separately for both male and female participants in the sample and are reported in Table 3.  On 
average, the results indicate that male and female participants had similar experiences across 
variables   Men endorsed slightly higher levels of questioning of religious dogma (i.e., quest 
orientation) in comparison to female participants, while female respondents indicated slightly 





Table 3  
Means, Standard Deviations, and Range of Variables by Gender 
              
Women (n = 127)    Men (n = 21) 
Variable  M SD  Range   M        SD  Range 
              
Quest/Religious       3.9  1.42       1.0-9.0 4.4   1.65       1.0-9.0         
 
Fund/Religious        
              
      2.8  1.22     1.0-5.0 2.7  1.20       1.0-5.0  
       
 Racial Stress       2.0  0.78   .00- 4.0 1.9      .918       .00-4.0         
              
Intrinsic/Spiritual       6.6           1.90       .00-10 6.3  2.00        .00-10         
 AAactivism                4.5       1.49       1.0-7.0                     4.1        1.26        1.0-7.0 
 MentalHealthInv         2.4       0.56       .00-5.0                     2.4        .369        . 00-5.0 
 
Note. Quest/Religious = Religious questioning Scale, Fund/Religious = Religious 
Fundamentalism Scale, Racial Stress = Index of Race Related Stress Scale, Intrinsic/Spiritual = 
Intrinsic Spirituality Scale, AAactivism = African American Activism Scale, MentalHealthInv  = 
Mental Health Inventory Scale.
 
 

















Variable Inter-correlations (n=148)    
Scales     1  2  3  4  5  6  
1. Quest/Religious   1.00            
2. Fund/Religious  -.19*  1.00           
3. Racial Stress   .05     -.12  1.00          
4. AAactivism   .24**  -.16 .45** 1.00     
5. Intrinsic/Spiritual  -.11  .47**  .03  .14  1.00        
6. MentalHealthInv   -.02   -.02  .04  .03 -.13  1.00       
Note. Quest/Religious = Religious quest Orientation Scale, Fund/Religious = Religious 
Fundamentalism Orientation Scale, Racial Stress = Index of Race Related Stress Scale, 
Intrinsic/Spiritual = Intrinsic Spirituality Scale, AAactivism = African American Activism Scale, 




Hypotheses Regarding Spirituality and African American Activism  
Hypothesis 1: Index of Race-Related Stress outcomes will predict African American activist 
engagement. 
 
Hypothesis 2: Spirituality predicts African American activist engagement 
 H2a:  Intrinsic spirituality and a Quest orientation will positively predict activism 
 H2b: A Fundamentalist orientation will negatively predict activism 
  
 Hypotheses 1 and 2 were tested by a hierarchical regression.  Activism was the criterion 
variable. Given the demographic characteristics of the sample, gender and age were used as co-
variates and entered on Step 1. The variables of Internal Spirituality, and Quest and 
Fundamentalist Religious Orientations, race-related stress and mental health were entered on 




 For Step 1, the overall R2 was significant R2 = .24; F (2,141) = 4.20 p < .05). As can be 
seen in Table 5, age was significantly and positively related to activism (β = .23, t = 2.75, p < 
.01), while gender was not  (β = .09, t = 1.04, p = .30). 
 For Step 2, the overall R2 was significant R2 = .30; F (7, 136) =8.21 p < .001). The  ΔR2 
was also significant ΔR2 = .24; ΔF (5, 136) = 9.32 p < .001). As can be seen in Table 5 all three 
forms of spirituality were predictive of activism: Quest orientation (β = .16, t = 2.10, p < .04), 
Fundamentalist orientation (β = -.19, t = -2.18, p < .04), and Intrinsic spirituality (β = .24, t = 
2.92, p < .01).  The experience of Race–related stress was also predictive (β = .38, t = 5.12 p < 
.001), while mental health was not related to activism for this sample (β = .04, t = .49, p = 63), 
 Thus, for these participants, intrinsic spirituality, quest religious orientation, and self-
reported experiences of racism (racism-related stress) were positively related to African 
American activism.  A fundamentalist religious orientation was negatively related to activism.  
Mental Health was not fund to be related to activism for this this sample.  Therefore, Hypothesis 














Summary of the Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis testing for Effect of Spirituality, 
Race-Related Stress, and Mental Health on Activism over and above gender and age  
Step and Variable B SEB β t R2  ΔR2 p 
        
Step 1     .06 .06 .02 
Gender .35 .34 .09    .30 
Age .03 .01 .23    <.01 
        
Step 2        
Gender .33 .30 .08    .28 
Age .01 .01 .10    .21 
Intrinsic Spirituality .18 .06 .24    <.01 
Quest .16 .08 .16    .04 
Fundamentalism -.23 .11 -.19    .03 
Race Related Stress .71 .14 .38    <.001 
Mental Health .64 1.31 .04    .63 
Note.  Quest = Quest Religious Orientation; Fundamentalism = Fundamentalism Religious 
Orientation; Intrinsic = Intrinsic Spirituality. 
 
Hypotheses Regarding Spirituality African American Activism and Mental Health 
Hypothesis 3: Spirituality is related to mental health for African Americans 
 H3a:  Both intrinsic spirituality and a Quest orientation will be positively associated with  
  mental health.  
 H3b: A Fundamentalist orientation will be negatively associated with mental health.  
Hypothesis 4: Racism-related stress and Activism will be related to mental health for African  
  Americans 
 H4a: Racism-related stress will be negatively associated with mental health  
 H4b: Activism will be negatively associated with mental health positive relationship  




criterion variable. Given the demographic characteristics of the sample, gender and age were 
used as co-variates and entered on Step 1. The variables of Internal Spirituality, and Quest and 
Fundamentalist Religious Orientations, race-related stress and African American activism were 
entered on Step 2 (see Table 6). 
 For Step 1, the overall R2 was not significant R2 = .01; F (2,141) = .56; p = .57). As can 
be seen in Table Y, neither age nor gender was significantly related to mental health. 
 For Step 2, the overall R2 was also not significant R2 = .19; F (7, 136) = .69 p = .68). The  
ΔR2 was also not significant ΔR2 = .03; ΔF (5, 136) = .74 p = .59).  
 Thus, for these participants, none of the predictors (Intrinsic spirituality, quest religious 
orientation, and self-reported experiences of racism (racism-related stress) and African American 
activism) were positively related to mental health. Therefore, Hypotheses 3 and 4 were 







Summary of the Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis testing for Effects of Spirituality, 
Religious Orientation, Race-Related Stress, and Activism on Mental Health over and above 
gender and age. 
Step and Variable B SEB β t R2  ΔR2 p 
        
Step 1     .06 .06 .02 
Gender .002 .02 .01    .93 
Age -1.01 .001 -.09    .30 
        
Step 2        
Gender .001 .02 .004    .96 
Age -.001 .001 -.11    .25 
Intrinsic Spirituality -.01 .004 -17    .09 
Quest -.003 .005 -.04    .63 
Fundamentalism .001 .007 .02    .86 
Race Related Stress .003 .01 .03    .78 
AA Activism .003 .006 .05    .63 
Note.  Quest = Quest Religious Orientation; Fundamentalism = Fundamentalism Religious 
Orientation; Intrinsic = Intrinsic Spirituality; AA Activism = African American Activism  
 
Post Hoc Analysis 
Given that Quest religious orientation was positively related to activism and fundamentalism 
religious orientation was seen to be negatively related to activism  a median split was preformed 
to create the following groups: high 1) High Quest/high Fundamentalism, 2) low Quest/high 
fundamentalism, 3) High quest/low Fundamentalism and 4) low Quest/low Fundamentalism.  An 
ANOVA was run to test differences in Activism among these four groups.  It was thought given 
the findings just reported that the high Quest/low Fundamentalism group might have the highest 
scores on African American activism.  The results of the ANOVA testing for difference among 
the four groups was not significant F (3, 144) = 2.12 (p = .10), nor was a contrast comparing this 




quest/low fundamentalism group did have the highest mean activism score among the 4 groups, 











The purpose of this study was to contribute to the literature on coping with race related 
stress within the African American population. More specifically, the current study investigated 
the nuances of specific coping strategies (religion, spirituality, and activism), in mitigating the 
harmful mental health effects of racism for African Americans. The study was unique in that it 
investigated a nuanced conceptualization of religiosity (Quest/Fundamentalism), intrinsic 
spirituality, and the interplay between African American activism and mental health outcomes. 
While efforts were made to recruit from a wide variety of African Americans, the sample for the 
current study consisted predominately of African American women.  
In the following sections, the present study’s findings will be summarized, the limitations 
of the study will be reviewed, and the potential implications of these findings for future research, 
training, and clinical practice will be discussed.  
Summary of Research Findings    
The results indicated that for this sample the spiritual and religious orientation variables 
(Quest Orientation, Fundamentalism Orientation, and Intrinsic Spirituality), and the experience 
of racism (race-related stress), were significantly related to African American Activism.  Quest 
Religious Orientation, Intrinsic spirituality, and race-related stress were all positively related to 
engagement in action for racial justice.  Fundamentalist religious orientation was negatively 
related to action for social justice. The results indicated that for this sample, none of the 
spirituality variables (Quest Orientation, Fundamentalism Orientation, and Intrinsic Spirituality), 
nor the experience of racism (race-related stress), nor African American Activism, was related to 




Hypothesis One.   A hierarchical regression was utilized to examine race related stress 
and African American activism with Activism was the criterion variable. As predicted race -
related stress was significantly predictive of African American activism such that the more one 
has experienced race related stressors the more likely they would be activated to engage in social 
justice related activities.  
The findings of the present study revealed that race-related stress was positively related to 
involvement in African American activism. This is consistent with Szymanski’s (2012) prior 
findings that the more African Americans are exposed to racial discrimination the more likely 
they are to participate in African American activism. The present study also lends support to 
Mattis et al.’s (2004) findings that African American men’s experiences of global race-related 
stress were positively related to being a member of a political-social justice organization.  
Community activist engagement in response to institutional racism may be the coping 
strategy that best fits due to the imperceptibility of modern day racism. Institutional racism, as 
explained in 1967 by Stokely Carmichael and Charles V. Hamilton, is less perceptible because of 
its "less overt, far more subtle" nature that "originates in the operation of established and 
respected forces in the society, and thus receives far less public condemnation” (Carmichael & 
Hamilton, 1976, p.4).  Activism is one way in which the invisible can become visible. As 
suggested by Cheng (2003), the strategies that are required for quickly terminating a specific 
interpersonal episode of racism are not necessarily the same as those needed to manage the 
exposure to chronic institutionalized racism. The findings that race related stress predicts 
activism can be seen in the recent NFL national anthem protests in which some players take a 
knee instead of standing in protest to larger systemic national systems of oppression that are 




are also changing. One individual’s desire to stand up to a larger system may necessitate the need 
for a larger systemic response such as community-based (or congregation-based) activism.    
Hypothesis Two.  A hierarchical regression was utilized to assess religious orientation, 
spirituality, and African American activist participation.  As predicted the current study found a 
significant association between religious orientation, spirituality, and African American activist 
participation. The findings of this study suggest that higher levels of quest religious orientation    
American activism. This finding is consistent with prior research that found those with lower 
levels of spirituality were more likely to suppress emotions related to a racist event. For example, 
participants in the Bowen-Reid and Harrell (2002) study who were in the low spirituality group 
were more likely to have internalized negative affect due to inadequate coping mechanisms 
which, in turn, manifested as symptomatic problems. This study examines the nuances in coping 
strategies for African Americans. Extending the literature, the current findings suggest that the 
level of spirituality may also reflect the likelihood of African American activist engagement 
above and beyond exposure to racist events. The findings of the present study also demonstrate a 
relationship between higher levels of religious fundamentalism and lower levels of activism.  
This is an important finding as it represents the potential for therapists to better understand race-
based stress and behavioral outcomes.  
The results of the present study underscore the need for further investigation of the 
efficacy of spirituality support groups for African American activists. A desire for activist driven 
response bigger than one person may be created when the individual is attuned to their 
spirituality. In releasing race-related stress to one’s spiritual practice, the experience of an 
assault may become meaning-filled in an altruistic sense. The seeker of racial-trauma healing via 




more profound existential meaning-making of the race related stressful incident and thus 
inspired to do something about it not just for oneself, but for all of humanity via activism. 
Ultimately, further research regarding motivating factors that lead to African American Activism 
need to be explored in relation to the efficacy of activism as a coping strength considering 
within group differences in the African American community.  Future research would need to 
more clearly elucidate the primary motivation for activism. For instance, for some activists it 
may not be a vision of altruism or a religious sense that propels action towards systemic change 
but rather, a more purely secular political power agenda, not tapped into by the current African 
American Activism scale. Alternatively, a spiritual person who is aware of the universality of 
race-based stress may sense the profundity of systemic racism and be mindful there is no escape 
on the individual level. For such a person, the openness that is created by engaging in spiritual 
practices can be filled with a questing orientation to universal compassion for humankind and 
not just the fundamentalist religious dogmatic view of  power for a  selected few who meet 
specific religious standards.  
Those individuals with Quest spirituality values may simply not be able to accept 
platitudes regarding equality without praxis in American culture and execution of the law. 
Systemically, African Americans are subjugated in a nation rife with racial bias and 
discrimination across sectors from the prison system to the unequally funded educational sector. 
A verse woven into the lyrics of the American national anthem that states “No refuge could save 
the hireling and slave from the terror of flight, or the gloom of the grave” is clearly the antithesis 
to the very principles of freedom the average citizen is standing to salute. 
Quest religious orientation, intrinsic spirituality, and race-related stress were all positively 




research on African American activism and our understanding of the coping strategies for the 
African American community. Based on previous research and theory, it is not surprising that 
Fundamentalist religious orientation was found to be negatively related to action for social 
justice.  
Hypotheses three and four. The relationship of spirituality and activism to mental 
health, quest religious orientation, and intrinsic spirituality and activism were tested by a 
hierarchical regression and found to not be significantly related to greater mental health 
outcomes. Fundamentalist spiritual orientation and race-related stress were also not related to 
poorer mental health. While it was predicted that African American activism would be related to 
greater mental health outcomes and that racism-related stress would be negatively related to 
mental health, a hierarchical regression revealed no relationship. In fact the mental health scale 
was not found to be related any of the other measures used. It may be that something about the 
scale, failed to capture the specific mental health experience of the participants in this study or 
that these participants of color were reluctant to endorse symptoms related to psychological 
distress.  Further study with different measures is warranted. 
 
Limitations 
    This study has several limitations that ought to be considered when interpreting its results. The 
survey solicitation used for this study may have been unintentionally biased in the sampling of 
those who were college educated (51%) and had the leisure time and finances to access the 
internet and complete an online survey. For example, from the demographic information reveals 
that the participants were predominantly women and more representative of the middle class at 




participation at (15.5%), and 2% identified as upper class. The participants of the study might 
merely represent a select group of female African Americans, the generalization of this sample to 
overall African Americans in the United States may not be appropriate.  
Furthermore, participants were often solicited through organizations, social networks and 
contacts that were somehow already connected to African American cultural themes. These 
targeted recruitment sites may account for the limited variability in mental health, as they may 
have a higher level of in-group resiliency as a collective group. The limited number of male 
participants may be remedied by recruitment in more varied locations i.e. barbershops/gyms and 
parks. It may also be beneficial for future research to have the respondents note which 
solicitation brought them to the website to complete the survey in order to compare results based 
on solicitation location groups. Another suggestion may be to replace the condensed mental 
health inventory used in this study with a broader measure. A more expansive measure may 
allow for greater variability that the mental health inventory used in this study.  
 
The potential of having reached those that might already hold a higher affinity to social 
justice and communal support endeavors may be an issue of concern in the current sample. 
Therefore, the present findings may not equitably capture the experiences of African Americans 
who may have held a broader spectrum of affiliation levels in relation to their African American 
culture and racial identity. The majority of participants were also from the northeast region of 
the United States at (72.3 %). These participants may have different mental health outcomes and 
coping strategies compared to African Americans residing in the southern United States, where 
historically racism has been more overt in nature and religious activist responses more 
historically prominent. 




concepts that are void of the participant’s motivations for altruistic activist engagement. Given 
the historical context of the Black Church in political movements for civil rights the activism 
scale made it hard to see the primary motivation for the activist related actions of the 
participants. A distinction between community control, altruism, communal bonding, religious 
motivation vs a secular rationale for activist engagement was not captured by the scale. Instead 
the scale measures a more secular and practical approach to activist engagement like donating to 
politicians. Using measures that are sensitive to this distinction in the future, may help to 
elucidate the relationship and relevance of preferred coping (spiritual/religious) and mental 
health outcomes. The driving force of why one engages in the activist work is important for 
future research to capture. 
 
Implications 
   In terms of the findings of this study, several implications for future research directions 
were suggested. First future research should consider grouping different types of racial events 
tested in a regression separately as each may have different mental health, activist and coping 
outcome responses. For example, higher institutional racism experiences may lead to more 
activism compared to other racist events that may have higher mental health impact because they 
are so subtle (e.g., aversive racist events, microaggressions). 
 Second, due to the recruitment method used in this study, the findings of this study may 
not be appropriate to generalize to the overall African American population. Future research 
should consider adopting a more comprehensive method in order to obtain a more varied and 
representative sample of the African American population. For example, a broader representation 
of African Americans from across the nation should be included in terms of education level and 




The present study can lead to a better understanding of race-related coping strategies and 
impact future treatment modalities for clients of color in the therapeutic setting. Providing clients 
with resources such as available community support groups for people of color and developing 
new race-based support groups specifically targeting racial trauma may be areas of interest for 
the field of psychology. Future studies could also examine the mental health impact of targeted 
treatments for race-based stress such as spiritually- (intrinsic/quest) informed or racial trauma 
based support groups versus traditional group therapy. Some of these groups might even be 
congregation-based and lead by leaders in the religious community. These adjustments may 
create significant results in the future. Researchers should aim to recruit a population with more 
gender variation as well as more varied in education level and socioeconomic status. Less 
subjective mental health measures may also yield significant results in measuring race related 
stress outcomes. Biomedical markers as measures for race-based stress may show the invisible 
toll on a cognitive behavioral or mind-body connection level. A study looking at instances of 
race-related stress and biomedical markers for race-based stress outcomes pre- and post-targeted 
clinical interventions may be able to explain further how African American activists take up 
meaning and benefit from targeted spirituality based interventions.  
In addition to highlighting areas for future research, the findings of the current study also 
provide important implications for training. New training interventions could focus on reaching 
out to community betterment initiatives thus merging the field of psychology with culturally 
specific treatment models such as spiritually-based group therapy specifically for race related 
stress. Group therapy models could target those affected by racial discrimination and focus on 
the mental health ramifications of prolonged exposure to racist events in an ever shifting racist 





In conclusion, the current study adds to the literature on coping with racism related stress.  
It not only supports previous findings that demonstrated that involvement in activism is 
important in dealing with racial discrimination for African Americans, but adds to the elucidation 
of the nuances in coping styles that impact engagement in African American activism. The 
findings underscore the importance of understanding the nuances of intrinsic spiritual responses 
to race related stress and quest versus fundamentalist religious coping styles and their 
relationship with involvement in social justice efforts. Finally, the results of this study provide 
additional support for the use of the African American Activism Scale as well as the use of more 
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2. Age:    
3. Race or ethnicity: 
  Asian or Pacific Islander 
  Black (non Hispanic) 
  Latino/Hispanic 
  Native American 
  White (non Hispanic) 




4. Socioeconomic status: What best describes your current economic situation? 
  Working class 
  Middle class 
  Upper-Middle class 
  Upper class 
5. Were you born and raised in the United States? 
  Yes No 
6. Please check the highest degree that you possess: 
Less than High School Degree    
High School Degree      
Associates Degree     
Bachelors Degree  _ 
Masters Degree   
Doctorate Degree  _ 
Other (Please Explain)    
8. Do you feel that you have ever had a negative encounter based on your race? 
  Yes 
  No 












Mormon/Latter-Day Saints Jehovah’s 
Witness 





Other    
 
10. MARITAL STATUS (circle one) 
 
     Single        Married      Committed relationship     Separated   Divorced   Widowed 
11.OCCUPATIONAL STATUS (circle one) 
 





   
 
APPENDIX B: The Health Inventory (Viet, Ware, 1983) 
 
MENTAL HEALTH INVENTORY (MHI) 
This 18-item version of the MHI rating questionnaire total of 108 points are possible. 
During the past 4 weeks, how much of the time... 
 
 



























1- Has your daily life been 
full of things that were 























































































5- Have you been in firm 































































9- Have you felt 







































10- Were you able to 














11- Have you felt restless, 














12- Have you been 















13- Have you felt 






























or very low spirits? 










































16- Did you feel you had 















17- Have you felt so down 
in the dumps that nothing 














18- Have you been 
















1 = Strongly Disagree………………9 = Strongly Agree Readiness to face existential questions without reducing their complexity 
1. I was not very interested in religion until I began to ask 
questions about the meaning and purpose of my life. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
2. I have been driven to ask religious questions out of a 
growing awareness of the tensions in my world and in my 
relation to my world. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
3. My life experiences have led me to rethink my religious 
convictions. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
4. God wasn't very important for me until I began to ask 
questions about the meaning of my own life. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Self-criticism and perception of religious doubt as positive 
5. It might be said that I value my religious doubts and 
uncertainties. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
6. For me, doubting is an important part of what it means to 
be religious. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
7. I find religious doubts upsetting. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
8. Questions are far more central to my religious experience 
than are answers. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Openness to change 
9. As I grow and change, I expect my religion also to grow 
and change. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
10. I am constantly questioning my religious beliefs. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
11. I do not expect my religious convictions to change in the 
next few years. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
12. There are many religious issues on which my views are 
still changing. 




APPENDIX C: Quest scale (Batson & Schoenrade, 1991) 








APPENDIX D: Fundamentalism scale (McFarland, 1989) 
 
Religious Fundamentalism Scale 
 
This survey is part of an investigation of general public opinion concerning a variety of 
social issues. You will probably find that you agree with some of the statements, and 
disagree with others, to varying extents. Please indicate your reaction to each statement. 
 
Five-point response items ranging from "strongly disagree" to "strongly agree" were used 




“Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree” 








(b) It is very important for true Christians to believe that the Bible is the infallible Word of 
God 1   2   3   4   5 
 
(c) The Bible is the final and complete guide to morality; it contains God's answers to all 
important questions about right and wrong 1  2  3   4  5 
 
(d) Christians should not let themselves be influenced by worldly ideas 1  2  3   4   5 
 
(e) Christians must try hard to know and defend the true 
teachings of God's word 1  2  3  4  5 
 
(f) The best education for a Christian child is in a Christian school 





APPENDIX E: African American Activism Scale 
 
Szymanski, D. M. (2012). Racist events and individual coping styles as predictors of 
African American activism. Journal of Black Psychology, 38, 342-367. 
 
 
For each of the following statements, indicate to what degree it describes your involvement 






































1 2 3 4 5 6 7  














1. I write to politicians and elected officials concerning 
African American issues. 















3. I participate in African American demonstrations, 































5. I attend African American organizational, political, 
social, community, and/or academic activities and events. 
       
6. I am involved in anti-racism work. 















8. I am involved in research, writing, and/or speaking about 















9. I am involved in organizations that address the needs of 




















10. I am involved in planning/organizing African American 
events and activities. 
        1 2 3 4 5 6  7  














11. I vote for political candidates that support African 
American issues. 















13. I am involved in African American related teaching 















14. I am a member of one or more African American 
organizations and/or groups. 






































17. I actively participate in African American 
organizational, political, social, community, and/or 














APPENDIX G: INDEX OF RACE RELATED STRESS (IRRS) 
(Utsey & Ponterotto, 1996) 
 
This survey questionnaire is intended to sample some of the experiences that Black people 
have in this country because of their "blackness." There are many experiences that a Black 
person can have in this country because of his/her race.  Some events happen just once, some 
more often, while others may happen frequently.  Below you will find listed some of these 
experiences for which you are to indicate those that have happened to you or someone very 
close to you. Please circle the number on the scale (0 to 4) that indicates the reaction you 
had to the event at the time it happened. Do not leave any  items blank.  If an event has 
happened more than once refer to the first time it happened. If an event did not happen 




0=This has never happened 
to me. 
1= This event happened, but did not 
bother me. 2= This event happened & I 
was slightly upset. 3= This event 
happened & I was upset. 










establishment where everyone was waited on before you.   
 





romanticized, whereas the same crime committed by a Black   
person is portrayed as savagery, and the Black person who   
committed it, as an animal.   
 





mob or policeman no one is sent to jail.   
 





shopping in some stores.   
 





other forms of courtesy and respect (i.e. put your things   
in a bag) when you shopped at some White/non-Black   
owned businesses.   
 





were unintelligent and needed things explained to you slowly   










neighborhood for no apparent reason.   
 









the media informs the public of the victims criminal record or 
negative information in their background, suggesting they got 
what they deserved. 
 







your foot or bumping into you.    
 







individual or group of White/non-Blacks.    
 







of White/non-Blacks.    
 







it was because you are Black.    
 







crimes are portrayed as "boys being boys", while Black    
kids who commit similar crimes are wild animals.    
 







or even stop for you.    
 







people on radio, T.V., newspapers or in history books.    
 







White people/non-Blacks have opted to stand up rather than    
sit next to you.    
 







White/non-Black person behind you.    
 







the views or remarks of controversial Black leaders.    
 







well qualified; you suspect because you are Black.    
 







it was because you are Black.    
 







other systems of government (court, media, disciplinary    
committees, etc.) work (or don't work) when dealing with    

















couldn't afford certain items (i.e. you were directed toward  
the items on sale).  
 











Japanese internment, Jewish holocaust, and other violations  
of human rights, but would prefer to forget about slavery,  
Jim Crowism, and other abuses of Black people.  
 











and other non-Blacks while in a store, restaurant, or other  
business establishment.  
 









as if you should just accept it as part of being Black.  
 
26.  You were passed over for an important project although 
you were more qualified and competent than the 








27.  Whites/non-Blacks have stared at you as if you didn't belong 0 1 
in the same place with them; whether it was a restaurant, 











they treated you like a criminal.  
 









more respect and dignity than they do Blacks.  
 









person, waiter, or other service help when you were actually  
a customer.  
 











non-existent in Black communities (police, sanitation, street  
repairs, etc.).  
 











non-Blacks in positions of authority and you did not  
protest for fear they might have held it against you.  
 














customer or didn't have any money. 
 
34.  You have heard Blacks constantly being compared to other 
immigrants and minorities in terms of what they have not 
achieved, in spite of having been in the U.S. for so much 























harshly or unfairly by Whites/non-Blacks due to their race.  
 











you think because you are Black.  
 
37. You have heard reports of White people/non-Blacks who 
have committed crimes, and in an effort to cover up their 
deeds falsely reported that a Black man was responsible 























of White/non-Black people for fear they would've accused  
you of having a "chip" on your shoulder.  
 











that are usually paid for after a person receives them; you  
suspect it was because you are Black.  
 











Blacks in negative ways (child abusers, rapists, muggers,  
etc. [or as savages] Wild Man of 96th St., Wolf Pack, etc.),  
usually accompanied by a large picture of a Black person  
looking angry or disturbed.  
 











jobs at your place of employment while the White/non-Black  
of equal or less seniority and credentials is given less work,  
and more desirable tasks.  
 











uncontrollable desire to possess a White woman.  
 











people spoken with impunity by White public officials or  
other influential White people.  
 















desire to be White or to have White physical characteristics 
because they disliked being Black or thought it was ugly. 
 
45.  When you have interacted with Whites/non-Blacks you 
 





anticipated them saying or doing something racist either    
intentionally or unintentionally.    
 
46. You have discovered that the White/non-Black person 
 





employed in the same capacity as you with equal or less    
qualifications is paid a higher salary.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
